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Turning the Hearts of Fathers to Their
Children: Why Religious Involvement
Can Make a Difference
Loren D. Marks and David C. Dollahite1

C

harles Dickens, the English author and keen observer of human affairs,
wrote of revolution-era France: “It was the best of times, it was the worst
of times.” In many ways, Dickens’ dichotomy regarding “the best of
times” and “the worst of times” captures the state of contemporary American
fatherhood.2 Many fathers are more highly involved with their children than the
fathers of past generations.3 Conversely, many other fathers are disconnected from
or uninvolved with their children.4 For many of the fathers who are highly
involved in their children’s lives, their religious faith is a motivational influence.5
The sphere of religion, like fathering, is also seeing the best and worst of
times. On one hand, news reports of “holy war” casualties arrive with tragic regularity—often involving slain children, fathers, or both. On the other hand, data
indicate that religious involvement strengthens marriage and supports men’s ties
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to their children.6 Religious belief and practice is a common influence in the lives
of men across the world. Little empirical research, however, has examined how
religion affects fathers and why religion is influential and meaningful to many
fathers and their families.
As we have studied fathering and family life, this question of why religion is
influential has become central to our research on families. In our efforts to answer
this and other related questions, we interview highly religious fathers and their
families in their homes. We ask them about the meaning their religious faith holds
for them; why they are willing to sacrifice significant time, money, and energy for
their faith; and how their faith influences their beliefs about and approach to
fatherhood and family life.
In our current research project involving religion, fathering, and families, we
have conducted qualitative, in-depth interviews with an ethnically and economically diverse sample of more than 100 Christian, Jewish, Latter-day Saint
(Mormon), and Muslim families from several regions of the United States. In our
research, we emphasize that it is vital to consider three dimensions of religious
experience—spiritual beliefs, religious practices, and faith community—if we are
to understand the influence of religion in connection with fathers and families.7
In this chapter, we outline briefly the religious contexts in which fathers and
children often exist in family life. Then we address ways in which religious
beliefs, practices, and community support may help turn the hearts of fathers to
their children. Finally, we conclude by addressing some of the key applications
this topic may have for fathers, families, and those who wish to strengthen father
involvement.

An Overview of Religious Involvement in America
Recent polls indicate that 90 percent of American adults report a belief in God
and a similar number desire spiritual education and training for their children.8
Most of this number attend worship services at least occasionally, and many
highly involved persons report that their religious involvement has a significant
influence on their personal and family lives. Indeed, for a substantial minority of
Americans, religion is reportedly “the single most important influence in [life].”9
What evidence do scholars have that religious involvement is a salient influence in American life? In a landmark book titled Handbook of Religion and
Health, Koenig, McCullough, and Larson critically review and analyze more than
1,200 empirical studies and 400 reviews on the connection between religious
involvement and mental and physical health.10 In sum, the book documents that
religious involvement is linked with higher levels of functioning in a variety of
areas. Perhaps most striking is the finding of one national study that people who
attend worship services more than once a week live 7.6 years longer than nonattenders—and among African Americans, frequent attenders average a 13.7-year
lifespan advantage over their nonattending counterparts.11 Since religious involvement affects mental and physical health in measurable ways, might it not also
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affect relational health—particularly family relationships? The empirical answer
is “yes,” but as mentioned earlier our research effort is centered on discovering
how and why family relationships, especially father-child relationships, are influenced by religion.

Turning the Hearts of Fathers to Their Children
The Old Testament is recognized and accepted as scripture by all four major
faiths represented in our study (Christian, Jewish, Mormon, and Muslim). The last
two verses of the Old Testament offer these words from Deity:
Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and dreadful
day of the Lord: And he shall turn the hearts of the fathers to the children,
and the hearts of the children to their fathers, lest I come and smite the
earth with a curse. (Malachi 4:5-6)
A connection between the hearts of fathers and their children is thus suggested as an important divine concern. The influence of faith communities on
such family connections is at the heart of our interest in understanding fathering.
In the next portion of this chapter, we address ways in which spiritual beliefs, religious practices, and faith community involvement may help turn the hearts of
fathers to their children.

Spiritual Beliefs and Fathering
Many fathering scholars have emphasized that father-child ties are typically
more fragile and tenuous than mother-child ties.12 Therefore, influences that support and motivate positive father involvement are especially valuable. Wade Horn,
former president of the National Fatherhood Initiative, has pointed out that an
important element of many religions is their capacity to hold men personally
accountable to their God for their responsible (or irresponsible) fathering.13
Indeed, many spiritual beliefs encourage the view that human beings, family relationships, and family responsibilities are sacred. In this section, we will discuss
three spiritual beliefs the fathers we interviewed discussed in connection with
their efforts to be honorable parents for their children. These beliefs are that (a) a
child is a gift from heaven, (b) fathers are accountable to God, and (c) fathering
should reflect God and His attributes. It is important to note that each of these
beliefs promotes father responsibility and involvement; each belief will be
addressed and illustrated.
A Child Is a Gift from Heaven
If a father believes God has called fathers to teach, bless, protect, and provide
for the child God has placed in his care, then fathering becomes a sacred service for
God, not just a socially prescribed role. Daniel,14 a Jewish father of two, noted:
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The miracle of watching your kids be born—if that doesn’t make you religious, I can’t comprehend it. If that doesn’t give you faith in God, I don’t
know what else there is in the world that could possibly move someone. I
go up at night and look at my kids sleeping in bed as if two angels were
lying there. I have faith then. I can’t thank the Lord enough for the blessings I’ve received, that He’s bestowed upon me—a great wife, two
extremely healthy children—I [need] someone to thank for that.

William, a Mormon father of six, explained his belief in his children’s (and
his own) divine origin:
Our faith teaches us who we are, and it teaches us something very different from what the world teaches us, and that has a profound impact on
our lives, the things we choose to do, the way we choose to spend our
time, the circles that we get drawn into, and the circles that we stay out
of. I think that knowing [I am] a child of God and that I am not just a biological aberration . . . has had a profound impact on me and on the things
I have wanted to do. My faith tells me far more than the world tells me
about who I am. . . . [Subsequently, we believe] our children are an inheritance unto us from the Lord. In our case, none of them are “accidental”
or unwanted; they came as a gift and as great blessings.
The spiritual belief that “children are an heritage of the Lord” (Psalm 127:3),
as illustrated by Daniel and William, is a principle that motivates loving, involved
fathering by framing the father-child relationship as a divine trust.
Fathers Are Accountable to God
A second central spiritual belief for the fathers—closely related to the conviction that a child is a gift from God—was the spiritual belief that fathers must
account to God for their efforts in their fathering stewardships. A Christian father
of five explained:
[My faith] gives me a sense of accountability to someone other than just
me and (my wife). [I am accountable to] God above.
Several Muslim fathers we visited referred to a teaching regarding the importance of faithfully raising righteous children (particularly daughters). As Dawud,
a father of two, articulated:
There’s a saying by our Prophet: whoever [has] been blessed with two
daughters . . . and raises them [to be] good and faithful . . . God will grant
him Paradise. . . . Now I’m the father of two daughters, so that’s the way
my religion influences me—trying to raise them [to be good and faithful].
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Many Muslim fathers also referred to their belief in the Day of Judgment,
when they will be brought before Allah to answer for their deeds, including their
fathering.
Nader (father of two): You’re supposed to teach [children] at a certain
age. . . . At the day of judgment, [an untaught child] will be asked about
his bad deeds; he will point to his parents . . . and say, “Hey, my father
didn’t raise me right. He did not teach me this. He did not teach me that.”
So, if you actually did not teach your kids, you will be blamed for it.
Omar (father of two): When you stand before God on Judgment Day, you
will have your book in your hand. You will be given your book in your
left hand or in your right hand—right hand, you’re good; left hand,
you’re [not]. It’s everybody, not just Muslims. . . . [However,] the Koran
always says God’s mercy came before His anger. So before He gets angry
with you, He has mercy on you.
Although Omar addressed accountability and judgment, this judgment is not
necessarily harsh and punitive. Notice that Omar also emphasized God’s “mercy
before anger” approach as a divine parent.
A belief in God’s patience and mercy for our parenting efforts was also recognized and echoed by Malik, a Christian father who was incarcerated for several
months and had to plead with his wife for a second chance to be a “good husband
and father.” Discussing the issue of divine judgment, Malik explained:
[God]’s just waiting there with loving arms and says, “Come on, I understand. I understand what you’re going through, because I’ve been there,”
. . . and I believe that’s what people need to know. And God is not . . . sitting there with a black robe, pounding his gavel, but He’s there with open
arms, just waiting to take you in.
Malik’s image of a God without a gavel who stands instead “with open arms,
just waiting to take you in” seems to capture and embody what many of the participants believed about God and the ways they reportedly related with God. This
point brings us to a third spiritual belief that was meaningful to the fathers in their
relationships with their children—namely, fathers should strive to emulate their
Creator.
Fathering Should Reflect God and His Attributes
Joseph, a Christian father of four, emphasized God’s patience and mercy and
explained how he tried to extend this model to his own fathering:
The whole meaning of life is to get to know God and to become like Him
and to do the same sorts of things that He is invested in. And I’m sure that
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I fall way short and still have a lot that I don’t see and mess up on, but as
a Dad you see your kids make efforts to please you and to do what you
want and to imitate you; you don’t get upset that they didn’t do better. It’s
just amazing that they even want to, you know? So rather than focus on
the [kids’] shortcomings, it’s just about trying to [help them] relate to
God and to get to know Him better.

Choi, a Christian father of two, similarly related his beliefs regarding God’s
love for him and his conviction that this provides a template for his relationships
with his children:
One thing [from having a child] is that we know how God loves us . . .
how we treat our children [lovingly] is how He treats us. The good thing
is that I understand how God feels about me. . . . I [am] always thinking
that I have to be a good parent for my child in terms of faith in God. This
keeps pushing my efforts to keep growing in my faith for my children.
These examples highlight how these fathers’ belief in a God who demonstrates caring and patience also informs their own parenting efforts as fathers.
A particularly striking example of a father reflecting God’s attributes was
offered by one of the mothers we interviewed. She said of her husband:
I’ve seen him changing over the years; he loves the Lord and wants to do
what pleases Him . . . modeling what he sees as being valuable for the
kids to see. . . . A lot of our understanding of who God is comes through
fathers, because God is presented as a father in the Bible. If a kid grows
up having a father who is loving and kind and supportive and strong in
disciplining them, I think it is easier for them to understand God and who
He is. A lot of the attributes he is striving for are aspects of God; it’s all
connected. So the kids see in their father aspects of God, a perfect God.
In sum, the highly religious fathers in our sample emphasized several connections between their spiritual beliefs regarding God and their personal responsibilities as fathers. A representative summary regarding this linkage was offered by a
Jewish father (Jacob), who stated, “I don’t know how to draw a line . . . between
my [family] values and my religious values.” Religion can thus build a powerful
and unifying bridge between a man’s spiritual beliefs and values and his parenting beliefs and values. Indeed, they may often be one and the same. The ties
between spiritual beliefs and family practices can be strong, as fathers seek to live
and do what they reportedly believe. Next, we will consider ways in which fathers
applied and practiced their reported spiritual beliefs with their families.
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Religious Practices and Fathering
As we pushed beyond spiritual beliefs to question fathers and their families,
we found that the fathers we interviewed engaged in a variety of meaningful religious practices with their children. These activities include offering volunteer
service together, praying together, reading scripture together, or participating in a
variety of sacred family rituals. Instead of focusing on the variety of practices,
however, we would like to focus on three recurring themes that explain why these
practices were meaningful to the fathers and their families. The themes are that
(a) sacred rituals bring meaning and order to family life, (b) sacred family time
unifies the family, and (c) family prayer promotes connection.
Sacred Rituals Bring Meaning and Order to Family Life
Sacred rituals and practices have received recent attention from both clinicians and researchers as ways to create meaning and restore structure, order, and
connection in a fast-paced and chaotic world that tends to ignore sacred and familial relationships.15
Many of the fathers and families we interviewed resonated with this notion,
particularly those who were Jewish. Seth, the father of three, said:
Judaism gives meaning to the passing of time, and I think we need that
as people. . . . From bris [circumcision], to bat/bar mitzvah, to marriage,
to [the ritual associated with] death, it gives meaning to the passing of
time. . . . Judaism gives meaning to that time and pauses the rat race. [It]
fills certain needs that we have.
Many of us think of ourselves and our families as too busy or absorbed with
life’s frenetic pace to have a slow-paced family evening of ritual, but according to
many of the families in our study, this is a core reason why family ritual is so vital.
It is an oasis of time and reflection in the time-crunched and frequently meaningparched existence outside the home.
Daniel, a Jewish father of two, said of his family’s weekly Shabbat ritual:
We have Friday (Sabbath) nights at home together. Even when I worked
unbelievably crazy hours and at crazy times in life, we always had Friday
nights together. . . . I don’t know that the Sabbath meal is a religious
experience for most people, but for me, it’s the heart of religion.
Deborah, the wife of Jacob, offered similar insights regarding the importance
of ritual:
We do the same rituals for our holidays and all our Sabbath activities, and
a lot of times we have to nag them [the kids] and pull them into things,
but if we don’t do something, or if something is missed, or if we say, “We
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are not going to do Shabbat,” they say, “What do you mean we’re not
doing it!?” [with animation] They’ll get mad that we don’t do it. They’re
upset because it’s not the way it usually is. They get upset if we don’t hallow [the Sabbath]. It’s very interesting. Sometimes they act like we are
annoying them by dragging them through the ritual, but if we don’t have
it there for them, they get upset by it. . . . [Sacred ritual] provides a lot of
strength and comfort and structure.

For these families, sacred rituals demanded work, preparation, and the hassle
of “pulling” children into involvement. However, the meaning-filled punctuation
of these rituals outweighed the associated costs and challenges. Perhaps the great
effort that is often required to bring the outside world to a halt for the sacred and
for family is the work that infuses these rituals with poignancy and meaning.
Sacred Family Time Unifies the Family
While the potential of sacred rituals to restore order, meaning, and structure
to family life is evident, it was not the only benefit families described from sacred
practices. These practices also strengthened and reinforced relationships. Several
of the Latter-day Saint (Mormon) families we interviewed discussed Family
Home Evening, a practice that in some ways parallels the Jewish Sabbath meal.
Consuella, a mother of two, discussed this ritual and her husband’s role in it:
Family Home Evening is a meeting we have, the whole family, parents
and the children. We have the meeting every week, we sing a hymn, and
we have a prayer. My husband or I will prepare a short lesson or teaching from the Gospel. Sometimes my husband, Alberto, prepares a longer
lesson, and [then] our older daughter Maria [will] retell the lesson in her
words. This has had a tremendous impact on her [and her sister].
Patricia, a Mormon mother of six, also commented on her husband’s efforts
to make sure their family had Family Home Evening each week and partially
attributed the families’ close relationships to this practice. However, like the
Jewish families mentioned earlier, this “unifying” required overcoming the children’s resistance. Patricia recalled:
When our children were very young, we used to think, “Why are we
doing this [Family Home Evening]? This is crazy; they are not listening
to a word.” And now, as adults, the [older ones] will come back and say,
“Family Home Evening was so wonderful!” [Laughs]. You don’t realize
the impact a lot of things have when you are doing them. . . . They are all
very close to each other, and family is the most important thing in their
lives . . . because of the kinds of things that we did, because we spent a
lot of time together and still do.
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In these examples, fathers and mothers who committed to family time with
their children found that this type of religious practice has been highly beneficial
despite the challenges of maintaining the practice at times.
The value of sacred family time was also apparent in other examples.
Ibrahim, like many Muslim fathers, discussed the unifying power of the Ramadan
fast for his family:
[During the month of Ramadan] we all come together as a family, and we
eat together and we thank God together, we pray together, after we break
the fast. And then we do more prayers. So the whole month of Ramadan
is a very unique experience. We do a lot less of the worldly things and a
lot more of godly things. . . . When you do those kinds of things together
every day, from day to day, it tends to bring people together, and it
strengthens our beliefs and family.
In sum, for many families and fathers we interviewed, sacred rituals involving the whole family were meaningful in a number of ways and offered a context
in which relationships were strengthened. As we will see next, sacred rituals are
not the only (or even most salient) religious practice mentioned by these fathers
and their families. Shared prayer was also a positive and spiritual influence in
many of their lives.
Shared Prayer Promotes Connection
Another important religious practice fathers and mothers described to us was
prayer as a family or between parents and children. This religious practice provided a context of meaningful connection and support for fathers to give children.
Khalid, a Muslim father of three, referred to evening prayer with his children and
discussed this practice as a context in which he could express and exemplify the
care and concern he feels for his wife and children. He explained:
We have five prayers a day [in Islam] . . . and once a day I get the kids to
pray with me, in the evening. . . . [T]his is the central activity for our daily
life. We start our day in the morning with a prayer, we pray all during the
day, and there’s one in the evening. . . . [At prayer time, we say to] the
kids, “Let’s quit the TV and pray, and you go back to the TV later,” [so
at] the end of the day I have my kids around me, and [I] thank God that
they are healthy and safe. . . . My intention [is], I’m caring about my wife
and my kids because my God asked me to care about them . . . my God
asked me to do that.
David, a Christian father of five, also prays with his children each night. His
wife, Annie, reported:
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We pray together as a family. David is so good about bedtime. He has
never missed a night, praying with the children, the boys in their room,
because they’re in the same room, and then the girls. I think for them it’s
routine . . . [it] evens their day out. It’s something they’ve learned to expect
. . . . Daddy’s always going to be there. I feel like it de-stresses the home.

Prayer thus seems to be a religious practice that gives families a consistent
platform for connecting with each other, often on a daily basis.
Other parents we visited talked about the value of prayer in family life as a
means for resolving family problems. Wyman, a Christian father, expressed it this
way:
We believe in the power of prayer in our family, and we pray every day
together as a family. And then we believe that when we take any issue to
God, He says that He’ll fix it for us, because we believe that He’s a God
who hears our prayers and who answers our prayers. So as a family, we
strongly believe in prayer, and so we encourage one another with prayer.
Issues come up, and we pray together.
Wyman’s belief that shared prayer helps solve problems was echoed by many
other fathers. These problems often involved conflicts within the family, as
Thomas illustrated:
There are many times when we don’t see eye to eye, and my kids will be
the first to tell you that. . . . But the important thing is that when you have
an authority, a loving God in your life whom you’re trying to emulate,
then you can go to the Word that describes his love and his way of dealing with others. And you can measure yourself against that. And that generally brings us back to a common ground. . . . I personally feel that,
when you have a conflict, the most important thing to do is go to God
together with it [in prayer] and lay it on the table and ask for some spiritual direction [and] to reorient your own attitude toward the conflict.
For Thomas and his family, prayer frequently served as a source of conflict
resolution between himself and his spouse or children. For Wyman’s family,
shared prayer is a time to seek help for issues that need to be fixed as well as time
to encourage each other. For Khalid, the evening prayer is a time to thank Allah
for his wife and children and to convey his desire to care for them. As one Jewish
father expressed it:
There’s three kinds of prayer: public prayer, private prayer, and family
prayer. . . . In each case, you are trying to connect with God, which is very
important for people who believe in God; we all want to connect with
God.
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For many of the fathers and families we interviewed, prayer did foster connection—connection with their wives, their children, and their God.
In our experience with fathers and families we have studied, learned from,
and observed in meaningful religious engagement, their sacred religious practices
provided a religious context that promoted father-child relationships and family
closeness. Further, these practices often offered reprieve and solace from the hassles of daily life in ways that helped offer and maintain a sense of meaning and a
sense of the sacred in family relationships.

Faith Community Involvement and Fathering
Spiritual beliefs and religious practices have been presented as two rich contextual influences for father-child relationships. Spiritual belief tends to be personal. Religious ritual and practice, as presented in the preceding section, is often
familial. The final religious context we will address, however, is broader than the
individual father and his own family. This context is faith community involvement.
Wade Horn has emphasized that “there is no secular organizational network that
has [the] degree of contact with as many men as do churches and synagogues” and
that faith communities may have the capacity to influence fathers in ways that no
secular institution can.16
In connection with our sample, faith community involvement is more than
nominal affiliation with a religious group or what some participants called “pew
warming” (e.g., occasional attendance with minimal contribution to the faith community). The fathers in our sample contributed an average of eight percent of their
incomes and spent an average of nine hours a week engaged in religious activities
and involvement. A concern is that in some cases these efforts by fathers to contribute money, time, and energy may be counterproductive. Rashaad, a Christian
father of three, explained:
[In connection with my church involvement] sometimes my wife lets me
know, “Honey, I think you’re overdoing it. I can just tell with your
demeanor. You’re just stressed out.” Sometimes I’ve just had to break
away and say, I just need a break. . . . I mean, I’m burned out, overloaded,
and sometimes you feel like people don’t appreciate you. . . . [S]ometimes you do just get overloaded.
Variations on Rashaad’s expression of strain were quite common among the
fathers (and mothers) in our study, implying a need for balance. However, these
strains were ultimately voluntary. Sociologists Stark and Finke argue that when
individuals invest in a faith community it is because the perceived benefits outweigh the perceived costs.17 Consistent with this notion, the fathers and families
we interviewed also emphasized many benefits they felt their faith communities
provided to them and their children. We will mention and address three of these
benefits: (a) the faith community is a support in overcoming or avoiding addic-
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tion, (b) the faith community “family” helps to raise children, and (c) the faith
community offers fathers brotherhood and belonging. The fathers’ own illustrative comments are included.
The Faith Community Is a Support in Overcoming or Avoiding Addiction
A few fathers from varying faiths discussed the important role of their faith
and faith community in overcoming alcohol and drug addictions, and others mentioned that they felt their faith-based associations had prevented them from such
addictions. James, a father of five, discussed this at considerable length and then
summarized:
[I could not have beaten my addictions without my] church. . . . I’ve been
to rehabs, to AA and NA (Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics
Anonymous) meetings; I tried everything you can basically try to quit.
Now I’m not saying that these places don’t have good foundations,
because they do. But for me, I found something that was true to me and
what I needed [in my church]. It took me a long, long, long road to find
it. I mean [I had] to really soul search and find it. It took a long time, but
I did. The answer was the church that I go to now.
Personal reports like this one from James are consistent with a recent scholarly review that found:
[M]ost of the nearly 150 studies on the relationship between religious
involvement and substance abuse suggest less substance abuse and more
successful rehabilitation among the more religious [and that] persons
who are religiously involved—whether adolescents, young adults, or
older adults—are less likely to use, abuse, or become dependent on alcohol or other drugs.18
These findings related to faith community involvement are especially relevant to fathering for three reasons: (a) substance abuse, especially alcohol abuse,
is a disproportionately “masculine” problem;19 (b) fathers’ employment and provision capabilities increase when alcohol and drug abuse decrease;20 and (c) an
estimated 65–80 percent of domestic abuse is related to alcohol abuse.21 Thus, by
promoting recovery and preventing addiction, faith communities like the one
described by James contribute to the physical, financial, and relational health of
fathers and their families.22
The Faith Community “Family” Helps to Raise Children
An additional benefit of faith community involvement reported by a majority
of the fathers and families was a sense of shared ties and social support that was
often deep enough to be compared with “family.” Abe, a Jewish father of three,
commented that “the sense of community and continuity is [strong] . . . the
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extended Jewish community has become our family.” One Mormon father
addressed how his church “family” had been influential with his children:
There’s an old adage, “It takes a village to raise a child.” Our congregation is the [village] that we have chosen to focus our energies on, and I
think our kids felt comfortable in that community and have drawn a lot
of strength from it. . . . A lot of things that the church provides as part of
its standard program are faith-initiated, and it’s only because [so many]
persons of faith are involved that there is enough energy around to make
them happen. I think that they [our church family] have had a big impact
[on our children].
Jose, a Christian father of four, commented:
Our [involvement in our] faith allows us to separate ourselves from the
world and to spend time together and with our children. . . . For me, faith
and family and raising children [go] hand in hand. I can’t imagine doing
it without our religion.
Saul, like several fathers we interviewed, had become more involved in a
faith community because of his children. Saul, who is Jewish, explained:
There’s a term in Judaism called tikkun olam. Loosely translated, it
means to heal the world. [Our synagogue uses] that as a model, teaching
the [children] charity, teaching them to do volunteer works. . . . The
[Sunday] school, and the people we have at the synagogue, are a big
piece of that. They create a lot of opportunities and environments to train
the children . . . [but] I think we’re involved in it, too, so that helps
strengthen the family. It’s kind of funny—they teach us more than we
teach them. We have an extremely active religious school, and they learn
a number of things, and through the bar and bat mitzvah process, they’ve
taught us.
Saul’s narrative underscores the important point that, although many of the
fathers were involved in a faith community at least partly because of the benefits
they felt their children received, they also reported benefits for themselves. Their
faith communities had become for them and their children a place of support and
instruction that enhanced their opportunities in family life.
The Faith Community Offers Fathers Brotherhood and Belonging
Compared with men of previous generations, today’s fathers are far less likely
to be engaged in community clubs, fraternal organizations, sports leagues, or other
contexts that promote meaningful social and personal ties outside of work.23
Further, a variety of modern forces combine to make stable employment with the
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same colleagues the exception rather than the rule.24 These changes have served to
leave many contemporary fathers without deep and supportive personal relationships, including relationships with role models and mentors for fatherhood and
family life. Active faith community involvement was reported to us as profoundly
important in filling these needs that are increasingly difficult to fulfill elsewhere.
Bryce, a Christian father of four, explained that key benefits of church
involvement for him included models and parenting “references”:
[Our faith community is important to us] as a support group, as a sounding board, as an advice group, which is why we chose to belong to a
church. People who are 70 years old went through the [marriage and parenting] stuff, [so] we thought [it] was real important that we ask them
what they did. They say, “This is how we handled it. This is how our
friends handled it.” [We’ve] got 20 references, [and] we can either consider their way or be hardheaded and try to do it our own way. On the
other side of that coin, [we can] tell somebody 20 years our junior, “Been
there, done that.” That’s the beauty of a congregation, you have people
from one to 99, and wherever they are, you’ve either been there or are
going to be there. You can solicit their input, whatever the situation.
For Bryce, the faith community gives opportunities both to learn from others
about parenting and to share with others his own thoughts and insights. An active
community of “models” to rely upon for parenting counsel and support is a benefit to fathers, who are often less apt than mothers to seek out formal sources of
parenting support or instruction.
Other fathers referred to a sense of brotherhood among fathers in the faith
community that was meaningful to them. Michael, a Jewish father, explained how
this has helped him:
At our synagogue, they have services every morning and evening, and to
have services, you need a quorum of 10 men. So I started going once a
week and made a commitment to do that, to be one of the 10. [I]t feels,
most of the time like [we are] making a difference [together]. . . . At the
end of December, I was laid off from work, and it was amazing how supportive everyone was at the synagogue, helping me, giving me tips, checking to make sure I was okay. So that’s a social support system that I have.
And now that I have another job, everyone is friendly and congratulating
me. There’s that personal level of contact [among the men in the quorum].
Omar, a Muslim father, similarly commented on the brotherhood he felt at
mosque:
Prayer in Arabic is called salah. What does salah mean? It means connection; it is your time to connect with God. When you go to pray at the
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mosque . . . everyone is equal. The poor person is standing next to the
rich man; the sick is standing next to the healthy, the white is standing
next to the black. There is an equality. From a societal standpoint, that
brings the society together. No one is better than another, except by his
good deeds. . . . Everyone stands in line. Before prayer, the prayer leader
tells you to close the gaps (so your shoulders are touching your neighbor)
. . . and then we pray together. This brings [us all] together.
The sense of togetherness, community, and support mentioned by Bryce,
Michael, and Omar was simply but powerfully communicated by one immigrant
Muslim father from the Middle East, who reported that worship at the mosque was
the only time and setting in American culture where he felt he truly “belonged.”
This sense of belonging is important on an individual level, but it can have
profound implications on fatherhood. Steven Nock has emphasized, “As a member of a congregation . . . a man is known for how well he fulfills his obligations
and responsibilities.”25 This means that an implied cost of men’s “belonging” to
such a faith community “family” is a continued effort to be the best father that his
circumstances permit. We have now come full circle, because this contextual
expectation of many faith communities is rooted in the first contexts we addressed
in this chapter—the spiritual beliefs that a child is a gift from heaven, that fathers
are accountable to God, and that fathering should reflect God and His attributes.
In a phrase, fatherhood is sacred.

Conclusion
Contemporary images of deadbeat dads and news reports of global, religionbased violence are not the whole picture when it comes to faith and fathering.
While these “worsts” are all too prevalent as realities, the fathers in this study
present us with a more positive and hope-filled image. These fathers who value
their religious involvement and its benefits report their efforts to integrate sacred
beliefs and practices in ways that bless the lives of their children, their wives,
themselves, and their communities.
In the social sciences we often become focused on problems in families and
communities, almost to the exclusion of examining healthy fathers and families.
Practitioners, researchers, and fathers themselves need more than an awareness of
paternal pitfalls and pathologies. We need a vision of how to establish deep, generative, sacred relationships with our children and those of their generation, particularly those who lack involved fathers. For the fathers we have discussed and many
others across the world, vital rays of that vision are provided by their religious faith.
As William, a father of six, reflected on his 30 years as a father, he summarized:
Faith points a different direction than [selfishness and “the world”]. Faith
gives you the patience to spend the time and the energy [your child
needs] . . . and a lot of that is one-on-one time. Faith drives you to be
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involved [with your child] and [to] live outside yourself, to live beyond
yourself.
In other words, faith turns the heart of the father to his child.
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